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Abstract

A large number of students who are graduating from high school

are not prepared

to be successful in a postsecondary environment. The purpose of this study was to
determine what college readiness skills high school students with special
educational needs developed prior to graduation. Through qualitative methods,

interviews were conducted and data was collected with four high school students

with differing categories of disabilities, gender and post secondary expectations.
Findings from the study indicated that the students' high school experiences
impacted their high school performance, time management and self-advocacy

skills, knowledge of services offered at college and meaningful relationships with
staff and peers. The findings also indicated that students who were average to
above average academically in high school were prepared for college; however

they felt unprepared regarding services and programs available to them in the
postsecondary setting. An area of recommendation is for schools to increase focus
on time management and organizational skills and curriculum for all high school
students.
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Introduction
My peisonal story begins as a young girl who loved to play, be active and
was not really interested in school.

I grew up on a dairy farm and spent all of my

time outside and never really thought about school or education. However, good
grades and education was something my mom stressed for my three sisters and
me. When growing up any grade below a C was not acceptable.

My mom was a busy single working mom and she did not spend a lot of
time helping me prepare for college. I still remember how scary it was pursuing
different colleges and filling out all of the paperwork, there were so many forms
and items to

filI out. I was also not socially outgoing

and therefore was not

prepared when I arrived on my college campus.

While I was in high school, one of my coaches was an elementary school
teacher. I would volunteer in her classroom once a week and worked with a
student who had special education needs. This was when

I fell in love with

teaching and decided to change my goal from majoring in nursing to education. I

did not make the switch to special education until my first year of teaching. An
education assistant I knew approached me about working in a self-contained
classroom with students who were all receiving special education services for

emotional and behavioral disorders because they needed a teacher. These students
were bussed to this classroom from all over the district because their behavior was
too extreme for the general education classrooms. I was so young and scared that

it took me some time to accept the position. I am so grateful I made the decision
and had the opportunity to work with these students.
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My experiences of attending college and not feeling prepared fostered the
direction of this study. Currently, I have such a great opportunity working with
high school students and helping them prepare for their next stage of life.
Another, reason for deciding on this research topic was the e-mails that I have
received from former students that mention how much of an impact I have had on

their lives and how I helped prepare them for college. My former students and I
have had conversations about how there are several concepts and skills they wish

they would had been better prepared for when they left high school. It is so
rewarding to hear from these former students and know they are successful and

still looking for advice from me! It is important for me to research the skill

set

that my students with special education needs need, to be successful in college;
then, I can better support their transition to adulthood. It is also imperative for me

to discover and understand the critical skills that are required for successful
transition for independence. The students I worked with often have gaps in their
learning and transition skills that need development. By identifying these gaps
and skills

I can better support them for a successful and productive future.

The purpose of this study was to investigate College Readiness Among

High School students with special education needs and describe their high school
experiences that have contributed to their high school success and preparation for

further education. Formerly, the United States led the world in college completion
rates; today our country is outranked by at least

l0 other countries in the number

of college degrees attained. These statistics indicate that too many students either
do not graduate from high school, graduate but do not apply to college, or begin
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college only to withdraw shortly after beginning their postsecondary endeavors

(Hoffrnan, Vargas, & Santos, 2008). While financial and educational supports are
important to overcoming the components to postsecondary access, it is important
to ensure that students have social support and the information required to assist
them with physical and cultural transition from high school to college (Hoffman,
Vargas

&

Santos, 2008; JFF).

Students that demonstrate an effort to incorporate personal interests into

school curriculum, committees and teams are more actively involved in school.
These students also work to create academic and social support groups. When
students become more involved their experiences and choices create a basis for

developing successful strategies for increased achievement and positive
educational outcomes.
The research questions for the study were as follows:

1.

What is college readiness and were students aware of it?

2. How do high school special education students perceive their preparation
for postsecondary academic success?

3.

How do students view transition to postsecondary education in terms of
their college readiness skills and their understanding of access to special
education services?

Definition of Terms
A number of terms are used throughout this study that warrant definitions.
These terms have been used in the literature with slight variations of meaning

depending upon the context of the discussion.

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG FIIGI.I SCHOOL
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a

child's special education program. An IEP includes the disability under which the
child qualifies for Special Education Services.
PSBO. Post Secondary Enrollment Options: Is a program in Minnesota
that allows 10,

1

I

&. 12 grade students to earn college credit while still in high

school.

NPA. Northwest Preparatory Academy: School where this study took
place.

ACT. American College Testing: The ACT is a college

assessment test.

JFF. Jobs for the Future: Jobs for the Future works to ensure that all
underprepared young people and workers have the skills and credentials needed to
succeed in our economy by creating solutions that catalyze change in our

education and workforce delivery systems.

Classical Education. Classical education depends on a three-part process
of training the mind. The early years of school are spent in absorbing facts,
systematically laying the foundations for advanced study. In the middle grades,
students learn to think through arguments. In the high school years, they learn to
express themselves. This classical pattern is called the trivium.

MSI. Minority Serving Institution: institutions of higher education that
serve minority populations.

COLLEGE READINIESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS
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Literature Review
A review of the literature on college and career readiness examined the
academic, social, and environmental challenges associated with educating
students to be prepared for post-secondary success, as well as presenting
evidence-based solutions to these challenges. An important preliminary concern is

what is meant by college and career readiness. States have desired to define
college and career readiness through a variety of approaches including standards,
course requirements, assessments, and descriptions of required skills, or a

combination of these approaches (Lloyd, 2009). A recent research report, ACT

(American College Test) concluded that both paths

-

higher education or career

training programs require similar levels of proficiency. (ACT, Inc., 2006 p.1).
Whether planning to enter college or workforce training programs after
graduation, high school students need to attain an appropriate proficiency level
readiness in reading and mathematics. Graduates need this level of readiness

of

if

they are to succeed in college-level courses without remediation and to enter

workforce-training programs ready to learn job-specific skills. High school
graduates are required to achieve comparable levels of proficiency in reading and

math, in order "to succeed in college-level courses without remediation and to
enter workforce training programs ready to learn job-specific skills. (ACT, Inc.,
2006, p.1).

Early College Schools

Bill

Gates states that, "America's high schools are obsolete. By obsolete, I

don't just mean that our high schools are broken, flawed, and under-funded-
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though a case could be made for every one of those points. By obsolete, I mean
that our high schools-even when they're working exactly as designed--cannot
teach our kids what they need to know today."

(Bill

Gates, 2005)

The national education agenda in the United States has made it clear that
every American needs at least two years of college or vocational training
(Department of Education,2010). The challenge here is how do we ensure that
students are adequately prepared in high school to be successful in their
postsecondary experiences? America needs to look at some of the more prevalent

trends in the ts'-12 system, which illustrate the disparities in educational outcomes

for students across income and racial/ethnic lines and prove that these still linger
in an unacceptable range. The research informs us, only 11% of the low-income
eighth grade students in the class of 2001 are expected to earn a college degree by
2014. However, students from the middle and upper income classes are five times
more likely to earn a two- or four-year degree than low-income students, and the
scope of work that still needs to be done is very clear (Goldberg,2007), This data
supports the need for radical and creative approaches that

will

address the gaps in

the K- 12 system that hinder low-income and other traditionally underrepresented
students from entering the postsecondary institutions. Research indicates that high

school seniors who set the postsecondary goal of earning a four-year degree are
28% more likely to apply to college than students with no aspirations to attend
college. Students who aspire to complete an advanced degree are 34o/o more likely

to apply to college than those who do not (Conley, Gilkey, & Sebur n, &,2011).

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS
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Background on Early College Schools
One attempt to help close the gap on college readiness is the early college

school model. It is a reform model that seeks to provide low-income young
people, first-generation college goers, English language learners, and students

of

color, with the opportunity to take college classes while in high school. The

initiative is a network 280 small self-governing schools all over the United states
that seek to integrate the high school and college experience for students who
have traditionally been underrepresented and underserved in postsecondary

education (JFF, 2002). Early college schools are small schools, population of 450
or less across all grade levels, that provide opportunities for their students to have
a structured college experience

while concurently earning high school and

college credit. The philosophy of the program is captured in the idea that
academic challenge, not remediation

will

address the needs of students who may

be unsuccessful in traditional school settings. The incentive of earning college

credit while in high school may motivate students to see themselves as active
participants in the postsecondary experience (Berger, Adelman, & Cole, 2010).

Early College High Schools are designed so that within four to five years of
entering high school, students have the opportunity to earn up to two years of
college credit (JFF, 2002).
The Middle College High School is another inventive high school reform
model that Dr. Janet Lieberman established on the campus of LaGuardia

Community College in New York City, in 1974. Dr. Lieberman's goal was
meeting the vocational, academic and affective needs of underserved youth and to
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encourage them to believe that a college education is attainable. Dr. Lieberman
established the middle college program in hopes that creating a small, nurturing,

high school with creative pedagogy views would capitalize on the "power of
place" and encourage and inspire underserved students to believe that a college
education was obtainable. This is made possible by collaboration between one or
rnore high school districts and the local community college and middle college

high schools are located on the campus of that community college. Middle
College High School offers an independent but supportive learning environment
that allows students who might have struggled in their traditional high school to

flourish.
In 2000, Dr. Liebeffnan and Dr. Cecilia Cunningham, co-directors of the

Middle College National Consortiurn, advanced the Middle College High School
model by conceptualizing and creating the Early College High School model.
Funded by the Ford Foundation, the early college model pilot program created an

opportunity for students who were previously underachieving in high school to
take college courses in their I lth and 12th grade year. This acceleration provided
an opportunity for students to be able to earn an associate's degree in a shortened

period of time (Lieberman,2004). The early college model, while fundamentally
based on the experience and lessons of the middle college high school, would add

new structural elements, such as stronger collaboration between secondary and
higher education and a more formal opportunity for accelerated learning options
(Lieberman, 2004). The early college model as set forth by Lieberman and
Cunningham would seek to accomplish the following objectives:

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS
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.

Influence students who are not being served by the regular schools;

.

Require collaboration between the district high school administration and
the college president;

.

Offer a different sequence of courses from the tenth grade and an
accelerated program from the ninth grade to the associate's degree, which
can be achieved in five years or less, instead of six;

'

Combine the resources of a high school on the college campus with the
college facilities (gym, library, cafeteria), making them all available to the
early college high school student;

.

Require active college campus collaboration from the college

administrative structure: faculty interchange, support from the college
divisions of finance, admissions, scheduling, and counseling under a
college-appointed admini strator;

.

Enhance the role of high school faculty; and

.

Integrate high school and college study in an articulated program.

In conjunction with these objectives the theoretical rationale that drove
the model from the developmental psychology literature (Lieberman,2004),
Lieberman' s highlights include:

.

Intellectual maturation is a continuous process: there is little or no
difference between a student at the conclusion of the twelfth grade and the

beginning of college enrollment. Therefore, learning should be a
continuous process; the transitions should be smooth; and the curriculum
between high school and college should be coordinated.

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
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Challenge, both academic and personal, is a strong motivator for
achievement.

.

Positive role models improve behavior.

.

Flexible use of time advances opportunities for mastery.

.

Teachers involved in reform have increased motivation for success; caring
teachers improve students' success.

Early College High School Initiative
In2002, the Gates Foundation invested in Lieberman's work by
committing $350 million to the Early College High School Initiative. Along with
the support of the Carnegie Foundation of New York, The Ford Foundation, The

W.K. Kellogg Foundation and other local philanthropic organizations, the Gates
Foundation inaugurated the reform effort with the opening of three early college

high schools during the 2002-2003 school yeat (Conley, 2007). Today there are
over 300 school across the Unites States.
The initiative sought to address two goals: (a) improve the secondary
experience for high school students, especially the broad population of students

who have been traditionally underepresented in the postsecondary environment,
and (b) increase the college readiness and subsequent college experience for these
students (Adelman, Berger,

& Cole,2010). To achieve those

goals, the Early

College High School Initiative (ECHSI) maintained the integrity of the Middle
College concept by ensuring that participating schools incorporated the small
school approach, providing meaningful college exposure to its students, offering
structured academic supports, and ensuring a student-centered learning

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
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environment where close, high-quality relationships with adults were maintained

(IJodine,2009).

In addition to the Gates Foundation, another important factor in the
implementation of this initiative was Jobs for the Future (JFF), an action/research
and

policy organization that promotes innovative reform in education and

workforce development. As the overarching intermediary for the ECHSI, JFF was
charged with the responsibility to coordinate, manage and be a policy advocate

for the Early College Initiative (JFF, 2002). JFF took on the role of developing
relationships with organizations that were interested in and had the ability to start
new early college schools. They also provided opportunities for these
organizations to build professional development learning communities and to

facilitate coalition building among organizations that had not traditionally worked
together.

What sets the Early College Initiative apart from other reform efforts is the
expectation that most students, not just those considered to be advanced
academically, would enroll in some college courses and with the support of the
school have successful progression onto college. Nodine (2009) asserted that prior
to the initiation of the early college initiative, were it not for advanced placement
programs, there would be no meaningful "curricular coherence and sequencing
between the senior year of high school and postsecondary education" (p. 6). Early

college schools can be the conduit, promoting a viable seamless system between
secondary and postsecondary experiences.

Augnburg Collogc

LFnry
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of

hopelessness and low expectations for the most marginalized students in the

education system (Lieberman,2004). By focusing on the students who had

historically been under-served, as a result of the divide between the K-12 and
postsecondary institution, the initiative challenged the prevailing thought about

what these students were capable of doing while in high school (Mayka, & Webb,
2011). Earning college credit in high school through the dual enrollment program
was not common for low-income, minority, special education and first-generation

college students. While dual enrollment has been available for several decades,

historically it has only been available to those high school students who were in
the top tier academic of their classes. Many believed less advanced students

would not be able to withstand the rigor of college courses, that they would be
academically unprepared for the opportunity. It was also thought that giving them
"easy access" to college would inhibit their motivation to strive for high
achievement in their high school courses (Bailey, Hughes, & Karp, 2002). Easing

off requirements of the dual enrollment program to enable access to a wider
variety of students was a different approach.
Dual enrollment has also been called dual credit, concurrent enrollment,
college in high school, and joint enrollment (Hoffman, Santos, & Vargas 2010;

Kleiner & Lewis, 2005). The program typically allows juniors and seniors in high
school to take college courses that will earn credits at both the high school and the
college. Usually a college course is taken in place of a class that is required in

high school and is offered for free or at discounted tuition. This financing helps to

COLLEGE READINtrSS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
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eliminate or reduce the financial hurdles that some low-income families may
encounter in being able to send their children to college (Hoffman, Santos, &
Vargas, 2010; Kleiner & Lewis, 2005).
Easing the psychological transition between high school and college is
another benefit of dual enrollment programs (Bailey, Hughes &. Karp,2002;

Kleiner & Lewis, 2005; Bailey, Calcagno, Hughes, Jeong, &, Karp,2007). Many
dual enrollment courses are taken on college campuses, thereby creating an

opportunity for students to experience college culture, both the academic and
extracurricular sides first hand while having the support and guidance of their
support system at the high school.
Recent research on dual enrollment also supports, positive outcomes for
students that participate in the program (Kleiner

& Lewis,2005; Bailey,

Hughes,

& Karp, 2002; Bailey & Karp,2003). Berger (2010) reported that students who
had taken college courses in high school were more likely to: enroll in college,

enroll in a four-yeat college, have higher college GPAs, and to earn more credits
in their first three years of college than students with no college experience in

high school. Additionally, research (Abell, 2007; Adelman, 2006) indicates that
students who accumul ate at least 20 college credits by the end of their flrst year

college are much more likely to persist to graduation. Therefore,

of

if

underrepresented students who participate in the early college program capitalize
on an intensive program of study, it would be reasonable to assume that they

would increase the likelihood of their persistence in the college environment
(Hoffman, Santos, & Vargas, 2010).

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
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Recent research has begun to support, inquire about and recognize what

college readiness skills students with special education needs require to be
successful in a postsecondary setting (Hoffman, SantoS,
passage of the Individuals

& Vargas 2010). With the

with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (P.L. l0l-476),

the federal government formally recognized the importance of postsecondary

transition planning for individuals with disabilities. That legislation required that

all students with disabilities have

a post secondary

transition plan in place by age

16 that addresses students' transition goals and preferences as

well

as

their present

level of performance (IDEA 2A04). By addressing these areas, parents, special
education staff and students are able to recogrflze deficits the student may have
and identifu how to support the student in achieving success in the future. Current
research indicates that within two years of graduating from high school

approximately l0% of students with disabilities have attended two-year or
community colleges and just under
Garza, Levine, Newman,

60/o

have attended four year colleges (Cameto,

& Wagner,2005) Comparing

these percentages, 12o/oto

28% of students in the general population who will or have attended a two or
four-year university. Many students with special education needs, who attend a

two or four-year college will not continue college and obtain a degree. The
Department of Education has stated that since 1989 an average of 53% of students

with a disability who enrolled in

a post-secondary program graduated

from

college with degree (US Department of Education 2010).
The questions is then asked; "What is College Readiness?" Traditionally
schools focus on academic readiness. Conley (2007) indicated, "College readiness

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS
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continues to be defined primarily in terms of high school courses taken and grades
received along with scores on national tests as primary metrics" (p.5). However,
can

it be argued that there

are a variety of other factors that can hinder a student's

success in college? College readiness includes many variables, knowledge and

writing skills, academic content, study habits, cognitive strategies, including
critical thinking skills, and coping skills. Also, motivation, study skills and time
management has been suggested as major contributors to the success or failure for
a college student.

College Readiness
Over the past few decades there has been an escalation in the number

of

students enrolling in college; however, there are noticeable discrepancies in the

college enrollment rates for minority students, students who are English language
learners and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds (Adelman,2006;

Brand,2005; Choy,2001; Coca, Nagaoka, Roderick,8d2009; Klopott, &
Martinez 2005; Pitre & Pitre,2009). Between 1984 and 2004, there was a 146%
increase in undergraduate enrollment of minority students (Carroll

& Li 2008).

Ultimately, this increase raised the proportion of African American, Hispanic,
Asian, and Native American undergraduates from 18% in 1984 to 32a/o in2004.
White student enrollment increased by only 15% during this same time period
(Carroll &,Li 2008). These statistics suggest that efforts committed to improving
college access for traditionally underrepresented students have been successful.

Yet there is fairly compelling evidence that increased access has not been
associated with an increase in college completion rates, given that students who

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
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have been traditionally underrepresented in the postsecondary environment tend

to be those least prepared to succeed in the college environment (Adelman, 2006;

Noeth & Wimberly, 2002; Reid & Moore, 2008; Roderick et al., 2009).
There is no lack of literature regarding the number of students who enter
college academically

ill prepared. Consequently, what has appeared is research

focused on identifying strategies and best practices designed to improve college
readiness for all students and specifically for at risk population of students such as

first generation college students, minority students, English-language learners and
those from low-income households. While an increase in college access for

traditionally underrepresented students is noteworthy, the obvious gaps in the
graduates' college readiness skills still jeopardize the ultimate goal, college
completion.
Since the 1980s, the financial benefits of obtaining a postsecondary

education have continued to move in an upward projection for youth from lowincome communities, increasing their economic flexibility and improving the

likelihood of their ability to earn a family-sustaining wage (Hooker & Brand,
2009). Young people who do not pursue an education beyond high school run a

significant risk of leaving themselves isolated in the current labor market (Hooker

& Brand,200l; Warburton et al.,2001). The national education agendahas given
prominence to the need for all students, regardless of income, race, ethnicity,
language background, or disability to be college and career ready, upon

graduation from high school (U.S. Department of Education,20l0). This charge
entails state education systems' revising or developing and implementing higher

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
standards in English language arts and mathematics.
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At the same time they must

develop comprehensive assessment systems aligned with college and career ready
standards to determine

if

students have the necessary skills to be successful post

high school graduation (U.S. Department of Education). President Obama puts
forth the charge to see marked improvements in college completion rates by the
year 2020.In his forwarding address of the 2010 publication, ESEA Blueprint for

Reform (US Department of Education, 2010 p.l), he stated,
We must do better. Together, we must achieve a new goal, that by 2020,,
the United States

will

once again lead the world in college completion. We

must raise the expectations for our students, for our schools, and for
ourselves

-

this must be a national priority. We must ensure that every

student graduates from high school well prepared for college and a career.

Delining College Readiness
Before interpreting how college readiness can be interpreted or measured,

it is best to describe that in the context of this study, college readiness is the level
of preparation a student will need in order to enroll and succeed-without

remediation-in

a credit bearing general education course at a postsecondary

institution (Conley,2007; Hooker & Brand;2009; ACT,2005; Wiley et al.,
2010). The term "postsecondary institution" is meant to include the all ranges

of

education and in some cases work-related experiences available to a student

following graduation from high school. Those experiences include but are not
limited to two-year and four-year institutions, technical schools, trade schools and

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL
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coursework leading to industry or apprenticeship certifications (Conley, 2007l'
Hooker & Brand;2009; Wiley et al. 2010).

Risks of Remediation
College bound students should not need remedial coursework before

enrolling in or selecting postsecondary institutions. Students who are required to
take learning support or remedial classes and/or students who fail an entry-leve1
course are more likely to have negative consequences associated with completion

(Conley, 2007; Wiley et al.2010). Enrollment in remedial courses contributes to
students having to extend the time needed to complete their college degree and
increases the probability that they

will not

graduate from college (Adelman 1999;

Choy, Provasnik, Rooney, Sen, & Tobin, Wirt, 2004;). The National Center for
Education statistics (201 3) also reports that 23o/o of students who have to take one
remedial class receive a bachelor's degree or higher and for those students
required to take two or more remedial classes, only 20% actually complete their
degree. While other statistics report different numbers,

it is estimated that

between 28% and 40o/o of first-time freshmen in four-year institutions enroll in at
least one remedial course Qt{ational Center for Statistics 2013). For two-year

institutions, the percentage of students who are required to take at least one
remedial course ranges between 42% and 63Yo (Wiley et a1., 2010).

Approximately 4l% of all first- time freshman students take at least one remedial
course (Wirt et a1., 2004).In addition nearly 43% of the students who enroll in

minority serving institutions (MSIs) take one or more remedial courses because
they lack the skills necessary to enroll in entry-level credit bearing courses (ACT,
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of

minority students that enroll in MSIs. Overall, the percentage of minority students
turning to MSIs has steadily increased over the past two decades. In 1984 MSIs
accounted for just 38% of minority undergraduate enrollment but by 2004 more

than half (58%) of the minority students enrolling in an undergraduate program

did so at an MSI (Li & Carroll, 2007). According to the National Center for
Education Statistics 30% of minorities enrolled in a remedial course during the
2007-2008 academic year (National Center for Statistics 2013).

Statistically, having to enroll in any remedial course has proven to be
harmful towards a student's path to college completion. Research indicated that
students who enroll in a reading remedial course are more likely to need an

additional remedial course and have a lower likelihood of earning a bachelor's
degree. Students only needing a math remedial course are still at risk, but a higher
percentage of these students go on to complete their bachelor's degree (Wirt et al.,
2004).

Improving College and Career Readiness for Students with Disabilities
Students with disabilities have made great gains graduating from high

school to entering and completing postsecondary education; however, they still
face challenges to achieving these outcomes compared to their peers without

disabilities. As society demands higher- and better-skilled workers and citizens,
there is more that can be done to ensure that students with disabilities graduate
ready for postsecondary success. In working with this population, it is impofiant

to acknowledge the array of disabilities. However, it is equally important for
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school staff and families to hold all students to high expectations and to help
students set goals that maximize their achievement based on their abilities. Also,

special education has focused on developing a range of cognitive domains; the
current climate of accountability has been focused on measuring student academic
performance through standardized tests, with little attention paid to assessing
other interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. Social and emotional learning skills,
such as self-determination, independence, and self-advocacy, as well as problem

solving and employability skills are critical to success in life and have all been
linked to positive post-school outcomes (Alwell & Cobb, 2007a; Benz,
Lindstroffi, & Yovanoff, 2000; Benz, Yovanoff, & Doren,

l99l;

Cobb, Lehmann,

Newman-Gonchar, & Alwell, 2008; Halpern, Yovanoff, Doren, &.Benz, 1995;

Wolgemuth, Cobb, &, Dugan, 2006). Despite overwhelming evidence of their
benefit, these skills are not always incorporated into curriculum and instruction,
assessment, or professional development, when preparing students

for post

secondary success.
Fortunately, there are many promising strategies to help students with

disabilities become college and career ready. These approaches can inform not
only the special education field but also the general education field, as educators
seek to improve instruction and supports

for all students. States and schools can

promote the implementation of these strategies by:

.

Encouraging schools to raise expectations for students with disabilities,

while respecting individual career and life goals, interests, and desires

.

Define College and Career Readiness for Students with Disabilities
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Increasing the amount of available information regarding postsecondary
and career options early in the high school years

.

Develop and Access multiple types of Knowledge, Skills, Attitudes, and
Behaviors Important to Life Success

.

Increasing the availability of knowledgeable counselors who can provide
guidance and transition planning support

.

Ensuring all students are served by well-trained teachers prepared to
support their individual needs

.

HelFing district and school staff to better use data to inform instruction

.

Providing multiple pathways to post-high school success
When providing the research base and knowledge and expertise of the

special education field, society and teachers need to make significant
improvements in positive college and career outcomes for students with

disabilities to help these students be successful.
Measures of College Readiness
In the generation of assessment driven directives attached to the No Child

Left Behind Act of 2001 , more than high-risk tests are required to assure that high
school graduates are prepared to succeed academically and socially in college.
Students that are commonly unrepresented in the postsecondary environment need

to rely heavily upon their K-12 school system to prepare them academically for
college and to inform them precisely how to embark upon their college education.
School systems, policy makers and researchers must identify a set of skills and
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attributes that students need in order to ensure that they will be successful in
college.

With so much at stake regarding college readiness, "more and more
education initiatives have focused on defining, measuring and improving the
college readiness of high school students" (Wiley et al., 2010, p.2). Recent
research on measuring college readiness has revealed that traditional indicators,
such as achievement scores, course taking and high school GPA and rank (ACT,

2005; Adelman,2006; Conley,2007; Noeth & Wimberly, 2002; Roderick et al.,
2009; Wiley et al., 2010,) do not tell a complete enough story of how ready for
college a student is. Furthermore, a review of these statistics across raciallethnic
and age lines reveals the continued discrepancies that lie for traditionally

uffepresented students. To better understand how best to measure college
readiness, a number of different entities have committed both their time and
resources to examine exactly what content and skills are necessary to reflect a

student's preparedness for college accurately (ACT, 2010; Adelman; Choy, 2001;

Conley; Higbee,2000; Wiley et al.; Reid & Moore,2008; SREB, 2010;
Warburton, et aI.2001). In 2002, David Conley led a study co-sponsored by the
Pew Charitable Trusts and the Association of American Universities that was
conducive in establishing new perspectives on college readiness (Conley 2002).
The Understanding University Success study laid the groundwork for developing

indicators of college readiness that looked beyond just the need for content
knowledge for success in college. This study was conducted over a two year
period and brought together over 400 faculty members from 20 research
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universities to collaborate on identifiring the content knowledge, skills and

abilities that students needed to be successful in an entry level college course.
These faculty members were from many different disciplines, corrmitted to the

development of standards in the general education courses required during the

first two years of college

-

English, math, natural sciences, social science, foreign

language and the arts.

Summary
"Taking time to immerse yourself in the literature allows you to reflect on
your own problems through someone else's lens" (Mi1ls, 2014,p.47) In this
review of literature the three main areas of focus were early college schools, early
high school initiative, ffid college readiness. To facilitate effective challenges and
successful outcomes for sfudents, early college high school implementers must

rethink traditional curriculum sequences, find creative ways to align and connect
high school and college experiences, and provide the academic and social
supports students need to succeed in an intensive early college program of study.
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Methodology
Overview and Rational for the Research Approach
This study was conducted as an action research project. According to

Mills (2014), action research is defined

as a, "systematic

inquiry done by teacher

researchers, school counselors, or other stakeholders in the teaching/learning

environment to gather information about how their particular schools operate,
how they teach, and how well their students leam" (p.8). This action research
study investigated high school college readiness among students with special
education needs. According to Mills, teachers do action research; someone else
does not impose
process:

it on them. Action research

engages teachers in a four-step

identiff an area of focus, collect data, analyze and interpret data, and

develop an action plan (Mills 2014). The data was gathered and analyzed, to
better understand the factors that create college readiness.

This action research project used qualitative research. Qualitative research
uses "narrative, descriptive approaches

to

data collection to understand the way

things are and what the research means from the perspectives of the participants

in the study" (Mills, 2014, p.6). The data collection approach for this qualitative
study was interviews.
The transition from high school to postsecondary education is an

unfamiliar experience for high school students. This transition experience may
present a more complex problem for students, who have traditionally been
underrepresented in postsecondary institutions (Bedolla,2A10; Furstenberg, 1995;

Hoffinan, Vargas & Santos, 2008). Postsecondary success for students requires
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not just rigorous academic preparation but also a strong social support network

(Martinez & Klopott, 2005). Understanding the elements and characteristics that
impact postsecondary success for these students required an analysis and
knowledge of research. Therefore, the use of qualitative research, research that at
its philosophical foundation seeks to understand how people construct reality and
make meaning of their worlds and the experiences within that world (Merriam,
1998), was the best fit for this study.
The purpose of this action research study was to investigate college
readiness among high school students with special needs. Attention was given to

the students' perceptions of how effective high school readiness strategies were in
preparing them to succeed academically and socially in a postsecondary
environment. This qualitative research utilized individual interviews as the
method of data collection. After the interviews were transcribed, the data was
analyzed and applying the general methodology of grounded theory identified
themes and patterns. Grounded theory is a general method of constant and ever

evolving interplay between analysis and the data collected in a research study,
Glaser and Strauss (1967). A theme was not classified unless at least two of my

four participants expressed similar responses. By comparing my analysis during
the collection of my data, themes emerged that are supportive of previous
research.

In-depth Interviews and Participant Selection
Participants for this research were chosen because of the teacher-student
relationship that was formed with each person. The researcher was the case
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manager for the four students, graduating from high school June 2015, who were
selected for interviews.

All

the participants were eighteen years of age. Each in-

depth interview consisted of one interview, which was forty-five minutes to one
hour in length.
The interviews took place at a charter school in a large Midwestern city.
Participants were asked a series of in-depth questions, some of these questions
were scripted and other questions happened naturally in the conversation. The
participants answered the questions giving as much or little information as they

felt comfortable providing. Participants were also allowed to elaborate when they
felt that they had something fuither to add. The exact line of questioning was
intentionally left partially open to allow for an authentic dialogue and to allow the
research to be guided by the data that the participant provided and not my own
bias (Bernard

& Ryan,2010; Glaser &

Strauss 1967).

All interviews were audio

recorded and transcribed with written consent from the participants.

Setting

All

the participants of this study were seniors who attend a public college

prep charter school in the suburban area of a large Midwestern city, given the
pseudonym name Northwest Preparatory Academy (NPA). This school is a
classical model school that prepares high school students for college by offering
advanced placement classes and having a rigorous class schedule for each student.

The total enrollment for this school is 1 100 students. The enrollment number for

high school is 350-400 college seeking students. The student population is 58%
female and

42o/o

male. Minority students make up 4o/o of the student body.
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Students who received special education services make up

12o/o

2]

of the high school

population. There are currently three special education staff members in the high
school.

At the time of this study all of the participants received special education
services. Some participants have received services since elementary school and
some began receiving services in high school.

All of the participants planned to

attend some type of post-secondary training after high school. One participant
spent a majority of his day in the special education resource room, while the other

participants were in the general education setting 80-90% of their school day.

Participants
To protect the participants' anonymity pseudonyms are provided for the
participants, their school districts and their future colleges.

Talon. Talon is an l8 year old senior who was in his third year attending
Northwest Preparatory Academy. Talon really enjoyed birds, card games, math
and science. He was currently receiving special education services for Selective

Mute, Anxiety and Autism. Talon mentioned that he is more comfortable with
teachers than with peers and is able to speak to them more frequently. He owes

this success to going to therapy for his anxiety weekly and knowing that his
special education teachers are always there to support him. Due to his anxiety,

Talon is absent an average two days of school each week. When asked about
college Talon stated that he would like to attend Massachusetts Institute

of

Technology (MIT), however he felt that a community college might be a better
place to start.
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LaShonda. LaShonda is an 18-year'old female high school senior, who
has been attending

NPA for two and a half years. Switching to this school was not

her choice; her parents felt she needed a fresh start because of the bad choices she
was making in and outside of school. While LaShonda was in ninththrough

eleventh grade she was on the volleyball team, but she decided to not participate
her senior year, due to conflicts with other girls on the team. LaShonda stated that
she enjoys hanging out

with friends, when she is not with friends she is working.

LaShonda has received services for one and a half years, under the label

of Other Health Disabilities due to her mental health disorders. When asked about
college, LaShonda stated that she is nervous to attend college. She is scared to
leave the house or to make the wrong choice. She is deciding between living at

home and attending a conlmunity college in the metro or moving to Florida with
her friend and attending a community college there. She knows that she would

like to eventually attend a four-year college because she wants to pursue a career
as Special Education Teacher or

Law Enforcement Officer.

Bohby. Bobby is an I B-year-old senior who has attended Northwest
Preparatory Academy since Kindergarten. Bobby is receiving special education
services under the Autism Spectrum Disorder category. Bobby has always

struggled with the affects of Asperger's in school; however, he has been on an

Individuahzed Education Plan (IEP) for only four years. Bobby has always been
able to manage his academics; however, when he began high school his poor

organizational skills began to impede his learning. Therefore, an IEP was put into
place for him. At the beginning of his senior year Bobby decided to attend post

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL

STUDENTS

secondary education at a local college in the metro atea. Bobby is

29

living on

campus and attending college classes full-time. This transition has been

difficult

for Bobby, due to the fact that he lacks social skills and does not do well with
change in his schedule or routine. He also continues to struggle with organization
and time management. Bobby and his family felt it would be good for him to
attend one year of college locally before attending college in Arizona. Bobby

would like to study Aeronautical Engineering. Bobby has a team of teachers that
checks on him at least once a month to help him get organized and get to class on

time. He is also meeting with student services and his peer mentors. Bobby's
mom and dad also called him every morning to make sure that he is awake.

All of

his professors are aware of his disability needs and accommodate due to his lack

of organizational skills. Organization in college has been difficult for Bobby.
Currently, Bobby is unsure if he is going to stay at this college or attend college in
Arizona.

Andrea. Andrea is an 18-year-old senior who also attends Northwest
Preparatory Academy. Andrea has attended NPA for three years. Andrea plans to
graduate at the end of this school year and would like to attend a four-year college

in the fall. Due to her anxiety, mental health instability and suicidal thoughts, she
is not sure if she is going to attend a four-year college or live at home and attend a

community college. Andrea would like to be an art teacher or use arts as therapy

for students. She is not sure if there are any colleges that have programs or
degrees in

Art Therapy.
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Andrea has been on an IEP since she was in first grade. She currently
receives services under the category of Other Health Disabilities for Anxiety and
Learning Disability in Math. Andrea has applied to several four-year colleges
around the Twin Cities metro area, central Wisconsin and in the Milwaukee area.

Andrea is both excited and nervous about the next chapter of her life.

Data Analysis Procedures
To uncover emergent themes found in the data, researchers need to use
and

follow questions, and then analyze data. In this research project the system of

coding was utilized. Coding is defined by Mills (2014) as "the process of trying to

find patterns and meaning in data collected through the use of surveys, interviews,
and questionnaires" (p. 135). In coding the data, themes began to emerge as
patterns that continually repeat themselves within the data

(Mills, 2014). The next

piece to the analysis of the data was done using grounded theory. Grounded

theory is described as the discovery of theory from data (Glasser & Strauss,
1967). Grounded theory "provides us with relevant predictions, explanations,

interpretations and applications," all within the qualitative research analysis
(Glasser

& Strauss,

1967, p.

l). In the study, it was possible to generate theory

from the data that was based on the participant interviews. The end result of
grounded theory is not to come to any conclusive set of reasons for the
phenomenon, but to comprise a set of probability statements and hypothesize
about the relationships between conceptual categories generated from the data
(Glasser

&

Strauss, 1998).

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL

STUDENTS

3I

In summary, this action research project attempted to gain a better
understanding of college readiness skills in high school students with special
education needs. This action research project attempted to gain insight into how
students perceive their preparation for post secondary success. The project

examined how the participants viewed transition from high school to a postsecondary environment. This project used an in-depth interviewing approach

qualitative research techniques to enhance a better understanding of college
readiness.

with
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Findings
The primary purpose of this study was to enhance a better understand

of

the skills that lead to effective college readiness among high school students with
special education needs. During this research critical components were identified

to increase students' college readiness and better understand how to be more
effective in providing support and teaching the skills necessary to students with
special education needs prepare for college. During the analysis of data several
themes emerged: High School Performance, Connection with the School,

Importance of Self-Advocacy, Time Management, and Understanding Services
Offered.

High School Performance
"All of the participants felt that their success in high school was
due to attending a college prep high school.

"

When most people hear the words "College Prep School" they naturally
assume that

all of the students attending this school are extremely intelligent, have

very high IQs and want to attend college. This misconception was evident for the
participants of this study. Each participant viewed herself or himself as a good
student, during some time period while in high school. However, there were
several times during high school where his or her disability interfered with his or

her academic success. In some instances the participants were below grade level
academically and needed to overcome challenges to get back on track. Talon
stated, "This has been my toughest year academically due to my anxiety and
stress level, however

I feel that I am academically ready for college."
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Talon and Bobby were the only students in this study who have taken
advanced placement classes while in high school, which earned them college

credit. Bobby took advantage of Post-Secondary Enrollment Option (PSEO) at a
Christian College near his home during his senior year. Bobby also applied for the

National Merit Scholarship Award and scored in the 90th percentile on the ACT
test. These were not

trivial achievements; therefore the participants of this study

were academically strong high school students.

For some participants, this success didn't extend throughout their entire
school career. LaShonda stated, "My parents made me switch to this school,
because I was making bad choices and going down the wrong path and
change.

I needed

a

I didn't want to come here, but how many years later I am glad they made

me change." LaShonda wasn't successful during the first two years she attended

Northwest Preparatory Academy (NPA). She said, "Looking back at how I acted
when I came to NPA is embarrassing and stupid. I should have just done my
school work the first time." LaShonda's reaction was unique; she took all the

responsibility on herself. Such a hard assessment is part of the reason LaShonda
was able to complete high school on time and graduate with her peers.

Bobby claimed, "That I have always done well in school, which has
helped me be successful while in high school." Andrea said, "Being organized
attributed to success during my junior and senior year." Organization was a

commontheme among all of the participants. Talon stated that "Once I found an
organizational system that worked for me my grades greatly improved and I
became less stressed in my math and physics class." Andrea mentioned,

"My
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organization system changed every year depending on what works for me at the

moment." When asked if she would take this system to college, she was not sure
what type of system would work for her at the time. Talon was also asked about
organization and he said, "Now that I am 18, I feel that I do not need to use a
planner anymore, I can store everything in my memory." When asked if he
thought this would work in college he stated, "Yes, I think this will work just fine

for me, however, if

I

get a lot of

work in one day or a large project assigned, I

may need to write that down."
Considering the outside factors that created stressors for each student,
such as work, mental health concerns, friend groups and the stress of leaving high

school, the participants intellectual intelligence is a clear testimony that academic
success is

typical for all of these students. Remarkably, these students learned

from their experiences, critically assessing their school performance, and making
necessary adjustments for what works best to be a successful student.

Connection with the School
"School was excitingfor me, throughout my High School Career
because the teachers actually cared.for me."

"I love the friends

and teachers that I have at this school because they

actually care about you and treat you like a person and not just a number like
bigger schools." Andrea's experience is unique, not something all high school
students are able to experience. The opportunity to attend a smaller college prep

school contributed to the connectedness these participants felt with peers and
staff.
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Relationships with Teachers and School Staff
The level of school engagement that the participants exhibited depended

heavily on the nature of their relationships with school staff

- particularly

teachers. Andrea and Talon both recollected sentimental memories of teachers
and administrators in their schools. Smiling, Bobby said,

"After sixth grade, when

I went on to junior high, they cried. They said, oh Bobby, we're gonna miss ya,lt
was like I had that vibe in me that teachers liked nle." Talon smiled while

recalling his relationship with one school staff member who served as a mentor to
him, stating, "Me and one of my former administrators have a good relationship
and I think we always

will."

Just as positive relationships with teachers and administrators can lead to
increased levels of school engagement, the absence of these Rpes of bonds can
have negative implications. When examining LaShonda's experiences in this area,

with the exception of her high school Drama teacher, she did not speak of any
positive relationships with school personnel until her junior year. In fact,
LaShonda described having adversanal relationships with all of her teachers from

very early on, and she appeared to grow frustrated when recalling these memories.
She believes that her negative feelings towards teachers began as a result of being

targeted:
See back then when

I was in middle school, I went to a different school

than now, and if you messed up or did something wrong, the teachers

would embarrass you in-front of the whole class. Callin ya out and makin
ya looks stupid.
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Although LaShonda admitted that she dealt with severe anger issues
throughout her adolescence, it rs possible that she could have developed more

positive relationships with her teachers had her early experiences with teachers
been better, and had her reputation for violent behavior not preceded her.

Now

that she has changed sch.ools, due to her parents' request, LaShonda felt the
teachers at NPA care about her and treat her with respect. With the respect from
teachers, she was able to control her anger better and did well in school. While

Bobby and Andrea accepted the opportunity to form a relationship with school
staff, LaShonda's intense desire to rebel against authority prevented such positive
relationships from developing in her earlier school years.

Relationships with peers
"When I got to junior high school I started hanging around

with the wrong people and... that led to a path

of

destructionfor quite a long time."
While relationships with school staff are indeed an important indicator of
school engagement, so too are peer relationships. Andrea communicated having a
close peer group in school, and mentioned that some of them got into trouble from

time to time. She said, "You know typical high school stuff, goofing around,

skipping school, not doing homework."
Contrary to Andrea, Talon never established a strong peer group while in
his high school years. He stated, "being Selective Mute and having anxiety really

inhibited my ability to make friends." Talon would prefer to hang out with school
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staff or other students with special education needs. Talon, in his monotone voice
said:

There isn't really anyone like me here at school or anyone who
understands

me...

See,

I am very good and math and

science and that is

how my brain works. I have a hard time articulating my thoughts to other
people. My brain works differently than my peers. My only true friend is

my dog and he just passed away. Now, I don't' really have anyone to talk
to. I only hang around you guys here at school and just can't get myself to
head to class yet, due to my high levels of anxiety.

Talon's level of school engagement decreased dramatically during his
middle school years due to his lack of ability to interact with peers. Another
participant had similar experiences.
Despite being extremely intelligent, Bobby spoke of having some connections

with other male students who are interested in gaming. Bobby mentioned:
I have

a hard

time remembering my peers names, due to my Asperger's'. I

have been in school with some of these kids since Kindergarten and

I still

can't match their face with their name. Which makes it hard to remain
friends with kids.

All of the participants felt that peer support, no matter how significant,

had

helped them be successful. "Overcoming mental and diagnosed disabilities made

all peer interactions more valuable," stated Bobby. LaShonda stated "I am
nervous about losing some type of support from friends or staff when I leave for
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college." Talon stated, "I know that I can call any staff member here at NPA and
they will help me out."

Importance of Self-Advocacy
LaShonda stated that she learned self-advocacy
skills

from "life's

experiences. "

Self-advocacy is enhanced by information and determination that foster a
person's capacities for decision-making and self - direction (e.g. strategies for
planning, achieving goals, developing partnerships with others, and selfmanagement.) Self-advocacy is defined as setting goals, identifiring steps
necessary to reach goals, and problem-solving barriers along the way

(Wrightslaw,20l2). Therefore, participants for this study were asked, "How did
you learn to set goals, identifr steps necessary to reach your goals, and problemsolve barriers along the way?" The responses varied greatly. Andrea indicated that
"She learned her self advocacy skills from multiple sources," while Bobby and

Talon, "gave credit to their parents."
Andrea and Talon both gave credit for their ability to advocate to their

High School Special Education teachers. Andrea stated, "They have really um,
um, helped me learn how to set goals and ask for help when I am strugglin to
reach them." Talon stated that he learned some about setting goals in high school:

I received general things that you received while you were in high school,
like setting your goals for college and all of that. J'hat's really the only
real support I received, and I guess I just learned the rest from experience.
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Bobby indicated that he "Learned a lot from the school, but also from his
participation in Choir and the Church Youth Groups."
LaShonda indicated that she learned about goal setting, identifuing steps
towards a goal, and problem solving from multiple sources. She stated:

Certainly high school has helped with that a lot, notjust as being
a...advocate, but also going back to ask a teacher. And askin for support

when I am stuck or don't know how to approach someone. Havin

a

job

has

also helped me. Cuz there isn't anyone to help you out, you kinda gotta

figure it out.

All

the participants in this study agreed that self-advocacy was an

important skill to have and will help them be successful in life, particularly in
college. Andrea stated that "being a self advocate is the key to success in college
and high school and

I owe a lot to my teachers."

Bobby stated "I learned how to set goals, and reached some goals while in
high school, while problem solving was more difficult for me." Andrea claimed,
"Whether playing sports, well when I was younger, working or participating in
different clubs were important for learning life experiences."

Time Management

All

the participants

felt this

was a key attribute to

potential success in college.
Time management is a component that all participants mentioned as a key

skill needed for achieving success in college. Some were able to articulate that
this is a skill that has progressed starting in middle school and continuing into
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high school. Other studerrts are still working on developing better habits related to
rnanaging their time. Andrea shared a valuable lesson that she learned while

taking her freshman Ancient History class:

I go back to my freshman history teacher. I turned in

a paper late and she

subtracted l0 points. The teacher commented while handing back the
papers, Andrea you did a nice job, however you would have had one of the

highest grades, if you would have managed your time better and just done

your homework on time. I felt embarrassed. It was in that moment that I
realized she was correct, but I wasn't going to let her know. I actually
listened to her words of advise and decided I was doing to make me better,

I mean I'm still young, I still kind of want to do things on my own time,
but it just really prepared me for high school and eventually college, like I

can't be turning things in late. There are penalties for that.
For a few of the students, the issue of time management was closely tied

to the challenges they experienced finding a balance between their home lives,
mental health, social lives and academic requirements,
LaShonda recalled a conversation she had with a teacher about time
management and how

it is key to

success.

My teacher said to me, "Looks like you are struggling to make good
choices regarding your homework and turn in assignments. You need to

start using better time management skills." I responded with " I.Jh, um

time management, time management. Imma not good at that whole time
management

thing."

She then said, "LaShonda time management is
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something you need to work on in-order to help be successful in High
School and Collsge." I was like, "Yeah, I have never been taught and I
am such a procrastinator." She was super cool and asked, "Would you

like some help with it?" I was shocked, so I waited

a

bit to say anything

then I said, "Yeah, I probably need to work on that in high school, if I
want to go to college some day and do better than I have been doing here
at NPA.

Talon recalled his high school experience regarding time management as

slowly declining. He stated,
Um, due to my high levels of anxiety this year has been the worst for me
pertaining to time management and homework. Things have gotten out

of

hand and I can't control them anymore. I used to be able to take a long
weekend and get all of my missing work caught up, but now I can't
because my mental health is not stable.

I am afraid of what will happen in

college if I don't get this figured out now.
Talon recognized how time management might help him get back into a
good place, he responded with:
Yeah, I don't know because I do other things right now to help get my

mind off the bad things. Especially on the weekend you know, if I see a
new computer program, I'm gonna stay in my room all day . . . it

will

kinda like take up my whole weekend. Or if I know there are new Uno
card games on ebay I will focus on them. I may be able to stop for a little

bit and get some work done. But the weekends are super hard for me to get
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any schoolworl< done. I usually do that during the week. I just wish the

doctor could get my medication figured out.

Understanding Services Offered
One

participant stated,

"

l am not sure what paperwork I would bring to

college, do they offer special education services in college? "
College courses often require students to be, "independent, self-reliant
learners" (Conley ,2007, p. 5) who are capable of recognizing and understanding
when they are having problems and know ways to access support from professors,
peers, and other postsecondary resources in order to overcome those challenges.

While teaching students to be independent and self-reliant is a goal of every high
school, the participants in this study identified a number of barriers that blocked

their ability to grow in this area, the fear of the unknown when arriving on a
college campus next year, not knowing what supports are available or how to
access them. Two of the participants did not know what special education

paperwork they would need to bring in-order to receive the same type of services.
Andrea stated, "I think I would need to bring the paperwork that Mrs. Low helps
me with, ya know the one where she meets with my parents, I thinks

it's um,

called an IEP or something."

However, Andrea was not aware of where she would bring this type of
paperwork when she arrived on a college campus. Bobby experienced a different
situation while living on campus doing PSEO. When Bobby arrived on campus in
the

fall he was unaware of the services available to him. It took him several
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months to gain a better understanding of what services were available on campus
and how to access them.

Bobby described how the difference in his Physics class and Calculus
class was a direct result of his level of comfort in talking with the professors

about needing extra time and organrzing his materials. He said:

It is extremely frustrating and hard to feel comfortable in my calculus
class in college because I am always late and forget to do homework. But

um um in Physics, my teacher knows I have problems and understands me
better much better.

Bobby compared the differences in his relationships with each of the
professors from these courses and confirmed that because he felt more
comfortable talking to the Physics professor about late assignments, he achieved a
better grade in the class. Bobby also stated

"It was also difficult to talk directly to

my instructor after class because he had another class and I was worried that I was
going to be late and miss my next class." Bobby never felt comfortable speaking

directly with the professor and consequently earned a "D" in the course, which
was not a true reflection of his academic ability.

Bobby mentioned that, "I did much better in all of my classes while I was
attending NPA, because I had more services and supports and I felt more

comfortable going to the teacher after class or before school and was given more
personalized attention.

"
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Discussion

Overview
The purpose of this research was to examine college readiness among high
school students with special needs that are college bound. To better explore and
gain a better understanding of their school experiences that contributed to college
readiness, academic rigor and self -advocacy that would provide the best account

of their experience several themes were explored. The findings suggested that
students who had a strong connection with staff and were strong self-advocates

were more prepared for college. Additionally, they saw their high school
experiences contributing to the development of the college readiness skills, which

they would draw upon as they began postsecondary experiences. In this chapter, I
reviewed the key findings from the study relevant to the guiding research
questions and discuss their significance in understanding the impact of college
readiness. Finally,

I concluded with

a discussion of the implications of the study

and strategies, limitations of the research, and future research suggested by my

findings.

Summary
While conducting this research I found that the transition from high school
to college a critical step for high school students.

All of the participants in this

study were anxious to move onto the next chapter of their lives; however, there
are some areas of transition they are ready for and others where they feel they

still

need support. I discovered that the relationships and connections they have made

with staff and peers have helped them feel more confident and successful while in
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high school. Talon and Andrea stated that, they feel that when they make a
connection with a college staff member or professor, who supports them, they will
be able to find success. Self-advocacy was also a concept the participants felt

strongly about. LaShonda stated that,

"if I'm

not able to advocacy for myself

while in college I feared I will struggle and may not be successful in college."

It was interesting to discover the different styles of time management
techniques the participants used and their thoughts on using them in college. I
realized that the participants are very unsure of what college or life away from
home

will

be like. They were all apprehensive about staying organized and

managing their time and schedule away from home. I also realized that the
participants are unaware of the services and programs that are available to them
on campus. They were also unsure about what type of paperwork they should

bring to help get support services if needed.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This research contributed to a growing body of literature on college
readiness in contributing to better postsecondary educational outcomes for
students. The data from this study contributed to an examination, from the

student's perspective, of how effective their high school experience was in
regards to developing college readiness skills that he or she needed to be

successful students in a post secondary environment. Academic performance was
a

crucial element in guiding student's success in college.

A11

the participants in

the study felt academically prepared for college, which they felt this was due to
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students are academically prepared for

college, they can walk into class feeling confident.
There was a great deal of content high schools need to teach students
before they leave for college; however, time management skills are not part of this

curriculum. All participants in this study felt they "struggled with the concept of
time management and were apprehensive about forgetting assignments and
maintaining a daily schedule in college." High school teachers often assume
students know how to manage and organize their assignments and time. I

recommend that during a homeroom or study hall time teachers take the time to
teach time management skills to all high school students.

If teachers took a

minimum of fifteen minutes two times a month and taught students how to
organize their planner and break down assignments, these students would be
better prepared for college. Teachers could also offer a Summer Boot Camp class
to help teach student's time management and organizational skills.

During this study the one participant who was attending PSEO exhibited
the most knowledge with respect to state assessment scores, attendance rates and

over all knowledge pertaining to college. Many have attributed these gains to "the
power of place," the notion that when students take classes on campus, use
college facilities and actively associate with other college students they can see
themselves as "college-goers" that are capable of being successful in the
postsecondary environment (Hooker & Brand, 2009; Lieberman 2004). This
power of place can also be instrumental in the development of social networks
that may influence a student's access to and success in college. An important
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aspect of college readiness is the acquisition of "college knowledge," which

includes the information and skills high school students need to traverse the

complex college admissions and financial aid processes, as well as their ability to
develop an understand college norrns and culture (Conley,2007; Roderick et al.,
2009). Findings from this study indicated that this experience gave the student an
advantage in the area of college knowledge that other freshmen students attending

traditional college campuses did not have. High school students, who do not have
the benefit of taking classes on the college campus, were at a disadvantage

regarding their preparedness. I recommend that students visit with many different
colleges, or attend a college fairs and school staff should spend time with seniors

explaining what is available for them on campus. Students should also be
prepared to ask questions regarding specialized services available on campus. I

would also recommend school having an Alumni Day where former students who
are now attending college come speak to the seniors.

For many teachers, having effective relationships with students is natural.
Some teachers make the effort to build and maintain positive and supportive

relationships with their students. Some teachers are friendly toward their students
and want the best for them. However, when they do not form relationships with

their students, it hinders or does not encourage student's learning and
development to the extent required for students to experience maximum success.
Whether from pressure to produce good test results, lack of professional support,
or a desire to feel superior to their students, these teachers, by not forming

positive and supportive relationships with students r are failing to serve their
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students' needs. I found in this study that teacher relationship was a major factor
that related to the success for the students. The students all felt supported and
encouraged by the teachers and felt like they could come for help or assistance

when needed. Andrea stated, "Since coming to NPA, I actually feel like the
teachers care about me and that

I am not just

a number to them."

The mission of every district, school, and classroorn teacher,
administratar, and support personnel should be to develop and maintain positive
and supportive relationships with each and every student. Teacher and students
need to also maximize learning opportunities to achieve high levels of academic
success. Students

find success and are better prepared for college and life, when

they are provided support and are given the opportunity to build positive
relationships.

Limitations
A limitation for this study was that all the participants were from the same
school, although their experiences might have been unique to their own high
school knowledge. It would have been interesting to interview students from
many different types of high schools, urban, rural, or suburban to discover if the
themes were similar. For future research

it would be beneficial to speak to

students who are in college, have graduated from college, or attend a technical

college. For a future study it would be beneficial to gain the knowledge from
teachers, counselors, and administrators who were also apart of these students'

high school experiences. While their perspectives could have added a different
dimension to understanding the challenges and success of high school, they could
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strategies and add new information to the literature.
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Self-Reflection
As I reflect on the development of this action research study it has been a
long process in which I have had to persevere and hold myself accountable. On
several occasions I wanted to give up, however

I owed it to myself,

and my

students to keep going. I chose this topic, because I was the first person in my

family to attend college and it was unfamiliar for me. Furthermore, I want to
make sure I am setting my students up for success when they graduate and attend
co[[ege.

Over the years the concept of going to college has changed in the eyes of
parents and society. When

I graduated from high school approximately 40o/o of

my classmates did not attend a four-year university. This was not unusual. Many
of my classmates attended a community college or a trade school or began
working right after high school. In our society today, students are looked at

differently if they are not attending

a

four-year university. Often high school

students are questioned about why they would not go to a four-year college. Many
students are also looked down upon

if they take ayear off

and work first,

It was

amazing to me from to learn from this study that students had the same viewpoint.

They did not want to teIl me that they were thinking about a community college,
because they thought I would be disappointed in them. As a teacher, hearing this
made me feel horrible. Teachers can and should be positive role models for
students. They should never think we are going to judge their choices. We as

professionals should be educating students to make choices that
successful in life after high school.

will help them be
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After completing the interviews it was reassuring to hear how much of an
impact teachers have had on students' lives. I had several students ask if they
could contact me after high school if they needed anything. I believe that teachers
do not always reahze the affect they have on high school students lives. However,

we teachers do make a difference in students' lives. The fact that I am a teacher
today is because of high school and the one teacher who always believed in me
and helped me navigate the challenge of transitioning into college.

My experience with special education students led me to believe that high
school performance and relationships are causing many students to believe in
themselves and their future. They fee[ better prepared academically and are able
to make connections with staff that have built up their confidence. By building up

their confidence they are less anxious about leaving high school and all they have
know for thirteen years. The action research project gave me the opportunity to
reflect on my teaching for my current students and future students.

I recognized my own biases, regarding of lack of preparedness and selfadvocacy skills, and this concerned me that these two very important life skills
were areas where students felt less confident about and were under educated. I
examined the participants carefully both when observing them and listening to

their interviews with me. I wanted to find a comparison between future students,
special education students and general education students. This has helped me
change some social skills lessons and how I present instruction to my students.
Since completing my research, I have a new view on how to teach students and

better prepare them for college or life after high school.
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My belief in the value of college readiness for student with special
education needs was strengthened by the experience. I was introduced to the
concept of college readiness while creating a transition program at my school.
Over the school year, even though there is so rnuch more research that can be
done, I have learned some valuable information ahout college readiness and how

to better prepare future students. My review of the literature affirmed my belief
that low socio-economic statues, low academic performance and mental health
concerns play an important part of college readiness. Overall,

I am grateful that I

had chance to learn more about my students, think deeply about their readiness
needs and how to prepare them for college.

As a professional I strongly believe that it is my job to make sure that all
of my students are prepared for college or path they chose after high school. Also,
being a positive role model is key in helping build good relationships with high
school students. My experiences will forever affect how I approach the rest of my
career in the area of research, teaching and working with students.

It is my hope

to share what I have learned from my research with other professionals.
This process has also made me aware of howrewarding it is to become
more knowledgeable in this area of my profession. Throughout my research, I
learned a tremendous amount about college readiness through the process of self-

advocacy, time management, and relationships and how it pertains to students

with special education needs. The information I gathered will and has helped me
hecome a more effective teacher. I have also become more aware of how much

more there still needs to be done in the atea of college readiness. By increasing

COLLEGE READINESS AMONG HIGH SCHOOL

STUDENTS

my knowledge, I will be able to help my students become more successful and I

will

be a more effective professional.
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Appendix
Skills Students Receiving Special Edrrcation Services Would Like to
Acquire Before Attending College
You have been invited to participate in a study about skills that students
would like to acquire before attending college. You were selected as a possible
subject because you will be going to college within the next year. Please read this

form and ask any questions you have before agreeing to participate in this study.

I, Crystal Wolfgram, am conducting this study

as part

of the degree

requirements for obtaining a Masters Degree in Education at Augsburg College
and in cooperation with St. Croix Preparatory Academy in which

I am

an

employee. My advisor is Elizabeth Ankeny, P.h.D, an Associate Professor in the
Education department.

Procedures

If you agree to be in this study, I will
college readiness skills, which

ask you several questions regarding

will occur in the school setting. The interview will

take approximately 60 minutes.

If

granted permission, I

will audiotape the

interviews.

Monetary Compensation
Subjects

will receive no monetary compensation for participating in this study.

Risks and Benefits of Participating in this Study
There are no risks or direct benefits for participating in this study. Indirect
benefits are: you will be contributing to relevant research which will improve
student learning within our building.

6l
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Conlidentiality
The records of this study will be kept confidential, unless required by law.

All

data

will

be kept in a locked file and only the researcher and her advisor, Dr.

Ankeny, will have access to the data. The results will be disseminated in a final
paper and presented to the faculty in the Education department at Augsburg

College. The paper will be placed in the Lindell Library and a copy

will

be given

to Cori Wahl, the Special Education Director at St. Croix Preparatory Academy.
The results also may be published in a professional journal or at local, regional,
national, or international conferences via a poster or oral presentation. In any form

of dissemination, I will not include any information that will make it possible to
identifu you. If granted permission, direct quotes may be used, but a pseudonym,
rather than your actual name will be used.

All other identiffing information will

be changed to protect your identity. Despite these precautions, absolute

anonymity cannot be guaranteed due to the small number to be interviewed. I will
be transcribing the audio recordings, Transcriptions and audio recordings

will

be

kept in a locked file and only my advisor and I will have access to them.

Voluntary Nature of the Study
Your decision about whether or not to participate in this study will not
affect your current or future relations with Augsburg College, the researcher, or
St. Croix Preparatory Academy.

If you decide to participate, you are free to skip

questions in the interview or withdraw at any time without affecting those
relationships.
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Contacts and Questions
You may ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you
may contact me, Crystal Wolfgram, at 651-395-XXXX or
wolfgram@augsburg.edu. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Elizabeth

Ankeny, at 612-330-XXXX or ankeny@augsburg.edu. If you have questions
about your rights as a research subject or want to discuss problems/complaints
about the research study, send an email to IRB@augsburg.edu.

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
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Statement of Consent

I have read the above information or have had it read to me. I have received
answers to questions asked. I consent to participate in the study.

Subject Printed Name
Subject Signature
Date

Investigator Printed Name
Investigator Signature
Date

I consent to be audio-taped
Subject Signature
Date

I consent to allow use of my direct quotations
Subject Signature
Date
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Interview Questions:

l.

Can you please tell me about yourselff

a. Age
b.

Likes

c.

How long have you received Special Education Services

d.

What disability category?

2. Describe what you know about Self-Advocacy?
a. Why is becoming an advocate so important?
3.

Would you know how to obtain supportive services or accommodations in
college?

a.

Would you know what proper eligibility documentation you would
need to obtain these services?

4.

Describe the special education accommodation you are currently receiving

a. How will you get these accortmodations in college?
b.
5.

What accommodations can you receive in college?

What do you think are some differences between High School and
College?

6. Why do you want to attend college?
a.

Have you decided where?

b.

What are you going to major in?

c.

Are you going to live on or off campus

7. Describe the skills you need to acquire now in High School that will help
you in college?
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8.

Can you describe a money management system that you are currently
using?

9. Can you describe the organizational system you are currently using?
a. How is it working?
b. How long have you been using it?

c. Are you planning

to bring this system to college?

10. What college readiness skills do you feel you need to obtain before

college?
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